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Abstract
There is a growing body of literature focusing on the changing roles of librarians within an academic
setting. Re-conceptualizing the ways in which librarians add value to institutional research entails
new ways of assessing their contributions, supporting them in the process of change, and providing
them with ongoing professional development and training opportunities. In this paper, we reflect on
the experiences of University of Miami (UM) librarians as experimental members of research teams
funded through the University’s Laboratory for Integrative Knowledge (U-LINK), a strategic initiative to
advance interdisciplinary research that addresses societal problems. Over the last three years, ULINK librarians have tailored their roles and activities to the needs of their interdisciplinary research
teams. Their significant contributions have ranged from systematic reviews and preservation of
research output to project management and advising on communication strategies. From their unique
vantage points, librarians have acted as both facilitators and contributors, connecting team members
to resources, services, and spaces offered in the UM Libraries and elsewhere at the University, while
also adding expertise and knowledge, especially related to information science and scholarly
communication. Interestingly, none of the U-LINK librarians has contributed to their team in exactly
the same manner, but we have detected some consistent themes and needs that anticipate the future
evolution of librarian roles. Through assessment activities, we have sought to identify potential areas
in which librarians’ contributions to interdisciplinary teams have been most valued, and we have
targeted specific growth areas, such as communication strategies and community engagement,
where additional training for librarians may be beneficial for the teams. The paper will identify these
areas and propose a possible professional development plan for librarians.
Background: Previous Studies on Librarians on Interdisciplinary Research Teams
Over the past decade, there has been a growth in literature focusing on the involvement of librarians
on research teams outside of the library and information science (LIS) field and with researchers from
diverse disciplines (Borrego, Á. et al., 2018). Such partnerships have occurred mainly in medicalrelated research with the involvement of clinical/biomedical librarians in systematic reviews and metaanalyses (Foutch, 2016). In recent years, librarians also have been integrated into other forms of
team-based research, including several studies on the involvement of librarians in cross-disciplinary
research groups (Brandenburg et al., 2017; García-Milian et al., 2013; Poole & Garwood, 2018). In
Team Science (TS), librarians have carried out a wide range of roles throughout the research
process, from bibliometric research, data management, and digital curation to project management
responsibilities (Borrego, Á. & Pinfield, 2020). In 2013, García-Milian, et al. described the experiences
of librarians involved in cross-disciplinary teams on developing and implementing VIVO, a research
discovery and collaboration platform (García-Milian et al., 2013). Librarians played a pivotal role from
the beginning of the VIVO project thanks to their domain knowledge expertise with Resource
Description Framework (RDF), user-centered design, and extensive experience supporting faculty
and conducting community outreach. In 2018, Poole and Garwood reported on the experience of
information professionals in an interdisciplinary digital humanities research project, where – thanks to
their LIS expertise – librarians contributed significantly on topics such as visualization, rights
management, and user testing (Poole & Garwood, 2018). Both of these studies identified and
analyzed factors that may influence the level of librarian integration in TS. Barriers to integration
range from infrastructure challenges, policy differences, gaps in awareness of what librarians can

contribute to the team effort, and the lack of experience librarians have in serving on research teams
and understanding collaboration dynamics.

The Science of Team Science
The Science of Team Science (SciTS) field emerged in the early 2000s to better understand the
factors associated with successful TS performance and advance evidence-based solutions for
forming successful research teams (Hall et al., 2018). Interdisciplinary collaboration is one type of TS
that involves team members from different disciplines who work jointly by leveraging their distinct
disciplinary perspectives in addressing multifaceted scientific questions. The SciTS literature
examines the challenges and barriers for effective teamwork to help guide how to support and
manage TS across all disciplines. This includes how best to organize, conduct, and facilitate
collaborative science and educate researchers about critical influences on success, like interpersonal
relationships, organizational policies, and attitudes toward technology (Hall et al., 2019).
One of the interpersonal competencies associated with successful TS partnerships is the ability to
bridge disparate “knowledge cultures,” establish a common language among team members across
different academic fields, and communicate between academic fields and non-academic audiences
(Harris et al., 2010). In this context, prior research studies have examined the value of adding
knowledge-bridging collaborators to scientific teams (Hall et al., 2018). One study on transdisciplinary
scientific working groups indicated that active participation of a bridge builder or knowledge broker,
such as a librarian, contributed to the integration of successful teams. Librarians who participated in
that study played a “boundary-spanning” role (Carlile, 2002; Crowston et al., 2015). They developed
broad skillsets in addressing research data issues across an array of domains and experimented in
adapting solutions from various fields. This study indicates that librarians, who know how to ask
questions about disciplines other than their own, may be able to serve as “integration specialists” on
research teams.
This paper examines UM’s interdisciplinary research initiative called the “Laboratory for Integrative
Knowledge” (U-LINK) and collaboration with the UM Libraries as a case study concerning librarians’
participation on interdisciplinary research teams. Through various assessment activities, we sought to
(1) identify potential areas in which librarians’ contributions to interdisciplinary teams have been the
most valued, and (2) guide professional development programming to support librarians in this
emerging role.
U-LINK & UM Libraries
U-LINK is one of the transformative initiatives included in UM’s “Roadmap to Our New Century”
(Office of the Vice Provost for Research & Scholarship, 2021). The program aims to support and fund
teams of scholars from multiple disciplines in collaborative, problem-based inquiry to address complex
societal challenges, such as those identified by the United Nations as “global issues,” including
climate change, poverty, gender equality, etc. (United Nations, 2021). U-LINK’s mechanisms
operationalize the proven science of collaboration principles and best practices behind effective
collaborations articulated in SciTS (Maya Bell, 2020). Training in SciTS is incorporated and offered to
the funded teams as part of the grant program. Funding is provided to awardees in several phases.
The first phase offers funding for teams to develop their concept while team building. The second
phase provides funds for the team to begin implementing the proposed experiment or project –
creating prototypes, collecting preliminary data, etc., that lead to the development of external grant
proposals. With U-LINK funding and support, teams from diverse programs and campuses at UM are
collaborating on everything from augmented reality for autism spectrum disorders to protecting
coastal communities by rebuilding coastal reefs. Since 2018, the U-LINK project has funded pilot
programs and initial phases for 24 projects (Office of the Vice Provost for Research & Scholarship,
2021).
The seed of the collaboration between UM Libraries and the U-LINK program was planted when Dr.
Susan Morgan, the former Associate Provost for Research and Scholarship and a professor in the
School of Communication, came to the libraries in the fall of 2018 to discuss the possibilities for
collaborating on U-LINK. In conversation with UM Libraries’ Associate Dean Kelly Miller, an idea

surfaced about experimenting with the possibility of embedding subject librarians on U-LINK
Interdisciplinary research teams. Dr. Morgan was enthusiastic about the idea and agreed to invite
librarians to participate in the program’s initial roll-out by serving on teams in an experimental,
exploratory capacity.
UM libraries and librarians have thus been part of the “social infrastructure” of the U-LINK program
since its beginnings. In the first three years of U-LINK’s existence (2018-2020), librarians served on
each award-winning team as part of the design of the grant program (University of Miami Libraries,
2020b). UM Libraries also designated spaces for U-LINK teams to gather and work together in
libraries on each of its three campuses (central, medical, and marine and atmospheric sciences) and
has begun planning for a future renovation of the third floor of Richter Library, the interdisciplinary
library on its central campus in Coral Gables, to create a “research commons” where faculty can meet
and collaborate across the disciplines (University of Miami Libraries, 2020a).
Assessment
The involvement of librarians in team-based research has opened new avenues for UM librarians to
collaborate with researchers and become partners in the research process. It has also opened the
door for UM Libraries to gain insights into the needs of interdisciplinary researchers and the
challenges they face.
In order to learn programmatically from the experiment of adding librarians to research teams, an
assessment program was developed that included surveys and a focus group. The assessment
program focused initially on understanding librarians’ own experiences on the teams. In 2020, at the
end of the third year, survey questions were added to gain feedback from non-librarian faculty
researchers about their views on the role and contributions of librarians on their teams. Key questions
asked in the assessment program have included:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What roles do librarians play on the teams?
How do the teams benefit from the involvement of librarians?
What are the challenges or barriers to librarian involvement on the teams?
How can the library better support librarians in these emerging roles?
What skill sets do librarians need to develop as they serve in interdisciplinary research
teams?

Annual U-LINK Librarian Survey
The initial survey instrument was distributed annually to librarians who participated in the program.
Results were gathered following the first and second years of the program. Six out of seven librarians
participated in the 2018 survey, and five out of eight librarians participated in the 2019 survey. The
survey included multiple-choice and open-ended questions. Responses were collected anonymously
unless the participant agreed to be interviewed at a later date. Results were analyzed and clustered
around overlapping themes (see appendix 1).
Focus Group with U-LINK Librarians
A semi-structured focus group with eleven U-LINK librarians was conducted in 2019, at the end of
the second year. The focus group involved only several guided questions to encourage librarians to
share their U-LINK experience and allow them to learn about their colleagues’ experience on U-LINK.
The focus group led to an open and enriching dialogue that supplemented our understanding of the
survey results.
U-LINK Non-Librarian Faculty Survey
In 2020, in collaboration with Dr. Morgan and the UM Office of Research, a set of survey questions
was also developed to gain insights from U-LINK non-librarian faculty researchers about their views of
librarian involvement on the teams. These new questions were added and distributed as a sub-

section of the annual U-LINK survey that UM Office of Research has fielded since 2018. The survey
included scales and open-ended questions. Responses were collected anonymously.
Non-librarian faculty were asked if they clearly understood the librarian’s responsibilities and
expertise on the team and how they benefited from librarians’ involvement. They were also queried
about challenges or barriers, if any, to librarian involvement on interdisciplinary research teams.
Representatives from 11 out of 17 U-LINK teams – a total of 33 participants – responded to the
survey.
Findings: Key Roles and Contributions
According to the findings, librarians contribute to interdisciplinary research teams in diverse ways
with their contributions clustering in the following three areas: (1) finding and accessing information
resources across disciplines, (2) connecting teams to experts and resources, and (3) improving
collaboration and communication strategies. The first area falls under the librarians’ traditional LIS
expertise and was expected, but the second two areas are intriguing and promising. On U-LINK
teams, librarians have been demonstrating their capacity to serve as connectors to resources and the
community and to help the teams cohere and engage more meaningfully with one another.
When librarians were asked what advice, they would give to future librarians participating on U-LINK
teams, a significant number of librarians highlighted the importance of being present and engaging in
active listening. One wrote the following statement of advice: “Listen and look for gaps in the team’s
collective skillset, then try to find ways for your skills and library services to fill those gaps.”
Faculty perspectives on the role of librarians largely confirmed what librarians shared in the annual
surveys and focus group (see Figure 1). Many faculty members alluded to the potential benefits of
having librarians participate on interdisciplinary research teams. For instance, one respondent stated
that, “The librarian could research practices on conducting multidisciplinary research or help with
bridging the gaps between the skill sets of the team members.” Another applauded the initial decision

Figure 1: The 2020 faculty Survey; question on the role of the librarian. Participants requested to select all
statements that apply.

to include librarians in the U-LINK experiment, writing that: “It was a stroke of genius involving the
librarians in U-LINK, highly successful, and a program that should be nurtured, continued, and
expanded.”

Some researchers perceived librarians as full team members, capable of significant contributions.
For example, one faculty respondent described the way in which the librarian participated in preparing
papers for publication by editing, revising, and developing a common language that crosses
disciplinary boundaries:
Our librarian has been very engaged in editing and revising texts, which is really
helpful at this moment when we are trying to pull a few different papers together. In a
sense, [the librarian] acts as the only true non-disciplinary character, which is really
helpful in honing in on language that effectively crosses those boundaries.
Another faculty researcher reported that librarians are “very important members of the team,” and
emphasized the importance of the inclusion of librarians on the team from the outset:
The key is to have involvement from the start - to consider them as essential team
members, not just an outside resource. With the right match with a team, they can
add considerably to the cognitive diversity of a team.
Findings: Challenges and Barriers to Librarian Involvement
During the focus group with librarians, some challenges and barriers to successful integration of
librarians on research teams were articulated that are important to mention. For instance, several
librarians expressed frustration over their level of inclusion on their teams and wished for a clearer
articulation of expectations for their roles. The open-ended nature of the experiment and lack of
certainty about outcomes was a barrier for some librarians; others seemed to embrace the uncertainty
and be more comfortable with the discomfort of not-knowing precisely at the outset how they might
contribute. Ultimately, the results of the three-year experiment indicate that each librarian comes to
their team with different expertise and skillsets, and each team has different needs. Thus, determining
the “right match” of librarians with their teams is a critical, if challenging, aspect of the program.
Librarians also discussed the differences between themselves and other faculty team members
regarding status and compensation. They also raised questions about negotiating shared authorship
of publications and grant applications. Lack of confidence in their own abilities and skills related to
participation on research teams was a related issue discussed; however, concerns about selfconfidence often faded once librarians were able to gain more experience on their teams and
familiarity with their faculty colleagues.
Like the librarians, some faculty members also wished for more clarity about how librarians might
contribute to their teams. Some viewed the structural or institutional status of the librarian – librarians
are non-tenured faculty members at UM – as a barrier to seamless integration. One faculty member
wrote:
To be totally honest, [the librarian] is not an equal team member. And that is NOT
by our choice, or [the librarian’s], and is in my view unjust. But [the librarian’s]
institutional status is different than ours, resulting in, for instance, [the librarian’s] not
being able to take summer salary for addition[al] summer work [the librarian] is doing,
when all of the rest of us do. These are “challenges or barriers to involvement” in a
deep structural way, and I wish it were otherwise.
In this case, the faculty member perceived the work of the librarian on the team as being an addition
to their normal duties and thus worthy of more compensation; however, the design of the program
involved incorporating librarians within the program design. The librarians served voluntarily on the
teams as part of their evolving positions as subject librarians, who provide support for the research,
teaching, and learning needs of students and faculty. Because librarians serve on twelve-month
contracts, unlike their academic faculty counterparts, who typically serve on nine-month contracts,
summer salary was not a factor. As a rule, librarians were not separately compensated for their
service on teams, unless their contribution involved creation of a specific product, such as a data
visualization or survey instrument, which would come with a charge normally.

Conclusion
Overall, this experimental partnership between UM’s Office of Research and the UM Libraries to
support interdisciplinary research teams working on societal problems has been a worthwhile,
illuminating project. The cross-campus partnership has strengthened, and librarians and researcher
faculty members have increased their engagement with one another. The fact that librarian integration
with the teams has been varied, with success on some teams, and difficulties in others, indicates that
the project is challenging current definitions of librarianship. The librarians serving on the teams have
shown courage and vulnerability in their willingness to try on new roles in an uncertain context.
Indeed, librarians have been called “pioneers” by University administrators who designed the U-LINK
program. Dr. John Bixby, the former Vice Provost for Research, confessed in this local news story
that initially, he didn’t expect the librarians to become such important U-LINK partners; however, he
added that, “our [researchers] have reported that the librarians have become a critical aspect of their
team” (Maya Bell, 2020).
As a result of the initial three-year U-LINK experiment, an emerging role for librarians in
interdisciplinary research seems to be appearing, and this role might be described as an “integration
specialist.” Librarians have demonstrated that they can help teams address some of the most
common challenges they face, including how to (1) manage large teams of researchers from different
disciplines, (2) navigate difficulty communicating with team members, and (3) find a common
language with which to address proposed problems. Another way to describe the role of the librarian
might be as a “cultural translator,” who is capable of breaking down silos – in this case, between
disciplines, and for the benefit of society (Tett, 2015).
Next Steps in the Partnership with the Office of Research
Following the completion of the first three years of the U-LINK program, the UM Libraries’
partnership with the Office of Research is evolving. In 2020, a new Vice Provost for Research, Erin
Kobetz, became the lead for U-LINK. She reviewed the data from the first three years, met with
teams, and made adjustments to the program design. Significantly, Dr. Kobetz made the decision to
develop annual themes for U-LINK instead of keeping the calls for applications open to any topic, and
she determined that teams would now have the option of inviting a librarian to join the team, instead
of having it be a mandatory aspect of the program. Additionally, the UM Libraries developed a new
service for the U-LINK program called “Research Sprints,” modeled on experiments created at other
research libraries, including the University of Kansas, University of Minnesota, and University of
Michigan. Teams can apply to work with the library on a particular challenge they are facing in their
work. Interested teams receive targeted, short-term help by selected librarians working together in
intensive sessions over the course of a few days.
In 2020-21, under Dr. Kobetz’s leadership, U-LINK sponsored a round of grants focused on the
theme of “Social Equity” in response to the national call for racial justice. Based on their areas of
disciplinary expertise, librarians were invited to serve as expert application reviewers for the
interdisciplinary research grant applications. Two of the grant-funded projects chose to invite
librarians to join their teams, confirming that the three-year experiment is bearing fruit and that
librarians have earned the trust of their colleagues, who now recognize their potential to contribute in
new ways. Moreover, one team chose to participate in a pilot “Research Sprint” focused on best
practices for team collaboration and ideation.
In the coming year, the theme for the grant program will be “resilience,” and the UM Libraries is
looking forward to continuing to modify and adapt its collaboration with the Office of Research to
support the award-winning projects. Next steps for the U-LINK partnership include: (1) communicating
more effectively the range of possible contributions of librarians on interdisciplinary research teams,
(2) refining mechanisms for determining the “right match” of librarians with teams, (3) becoming more
conscious of perceived and actual structural barriers to librarian involvement on teams and
developing strategies for overcoming them, (4) refining plans for a future “Faculty Research
Commons” on the third floor of the interdisciplinary Richter Library, and (5) establishing professional
development and training opportunities in the field of SciTS. Such professional development
opportunities for librarians may include talks, workshops, and other programming on such topics as:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Team Communication (Active Listening, etc.)
Psychological Safety in Teams
Team Brainstorming and Ideation
Conflict Management / Resolution
Collaboration Tools and Strategies
Community Engagement Strategies

By increasing their familiarity with TS, subject librarians may be able to expand the relevance and
impact of their positions. Professional development opportunities in TS may strengthen librarians’
already proven capacity for participating on research teams and deepen the libraries’ support for the
research enterprise overall. It is also possible that entirely new positions focused solely on
interdisciplinary research could emerge as a result of this type of experimentation. Just as they have
developed positions focused on “digital scholarship” over the past two decades, libraries may find it
necessary to create new positions, such as “Integration Specialists,” who are skilled in TS and
dedicated to advancing interdisciplinary research. In this way, libraries could potentially help their
universities build stronger, more effective research networks on campus and pursue solutions to
complex global issues.

Appendix 1: ULINK Librarian Survey - University of Miami Libraries
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